

 

      
  
FOOD SECURITY



    THE GROWING THREAT TO BRITAIN’S FOOD, LAND AND WATER






    Summary


The world’s population is expected to rise from 6.8 billion in 2010 to 9.1 billion by 2050.   The current rate of increase in world food production is not keeping pace with the rate of global population growth and water shortages are increasing.  Britain’s population will increase during this period with corresponding increases in demand for food and water.


Britain now imports over 60% of the agricultural products it consumes.  In 2009, the British government set the target of doubling food production in Britain by 2040.  This is an immense challenge, requiring the use of all our existing farmland.  Meanwhile, construction of houses and associated educational, health, recreational and employment-related facilities and transport and commercial infrastructure is causing accelerating and irreversible loss of agricultural land.  This directly conflicts with the objective of doubling agricultural production and is fast making that target unattainable.  


Substantial increases in plant and animal production require corresponding increases in available water.  Britain’s south eastern counties are major food producers; they are also the driest counties, where water resources and growing conflict between agricultural, domestic and industrial demands for water are becoming an increasing constraint on greater crop and livestock production.  Kent is the extreme case: it has the largest population of any county in England, the fastest growing population, and is also the first area of the country to be designated a Water Crisis Area.  Farmland is being lost and water reserves depleted more rapidly in Kent than in any other county.


Rising incomes in the emerging economies are causing changes in food tastes and new demand in those countries for many food products which Britain imports.  This is already happening on a large scale in India and China.  The next generation of ‘mega-economies’ (e.g. Mexico, Brazil, Indonesia, Malaysia, Uzbekistan, Nigeria) will quickly add to this growing demand for increasingly scarce export crops.  Prices of those foods are already rising in Britain.  They will rise at an accelerating pace in coming years as new demand worldwide outstrips production of those crop and livestock products.  


The poorer the people, the larger the proportion of their income they have to spend on food.  Most poor people in Britain are concentrated in inner-city communities.  Rapid and substantial rises in food prices will affect them most.  Continuing food price rises are likely to cause social unrest and threaten our economic stability.


Currently, 40% of all food purchased in Britain is wasted.  Supermarkets play a significant part in this through excessively strict purchasing criteria relating to size, shape, or colour of fruit and vegetables causing discard of perfectly edible products on farms.  Profit motives drive their packaging of food with little thought to the wastage caused by quantities packaged being out of line with many buyers’ needs.  There is further wastage on farms, mainly in storage.  Much wastage is the result of most people in Britain simply being unaware of the growing need for efficiency in use of food.  Reduction of wastage from these various sources will be important for Britain in coming years.


Local planning throughout England is entrusted to County and District Councils and, increasingly, to Parish Councils.  The priority of their work is heavily oriented towards their urban populations.  There appears to be an institutional blindness within planning authorities to the growing conflict in all drier counties between new water requirements related to rising populations and their housing, recreational and employment-related water needs, and the substantial, additional water needed to increase crop and animal production.   In 2002, as  First Secretary for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, Margaret Beckett made the statement:  
“Farmers are not really needed in Britain.  We are a wealthy nation and 



 can buy in the
food we want.”  

This view, and the ignorance it shows of the implications for Britain of the changing global food and water situations, is shared by a large majority of the 50 million people living in the urban areas of Britain - and many in rural areas too. 


While agriculture, land, water and biodiversity are all central to addressing the approaching food price rises, the over-riding need now is for a national communication initiative, using all forms of communication media, to raise the necessary awareness and understanding at all levels of society county-wide of:  

a.
the nature, urgency and practical implications of the approaching food price crisis;

b.         the urgent need to protect our farmland, water and biodiversity;  

c.         the action now needed from top policy making levels and planning authorities down   

            to every individual, family and community, and 

d.         University students:  All will be affected by the approaching changes, these will be a 
part of their lives; many will become professionally involved in action to deal with 
them; all can inform and influence families, friends, workmates and others. 


As mentioned above, Kent is the most severe case of loss of farmland and depletion of water reserves so it is logical that a programme to address the approaching crisis should begin there.  Initial action has already commenced in Kent to identify prominent people and  private sector interests in the county involved in the agricultural and water industries; charities working in the rural sector; education, training and research institutions, planning authorities and others, all of whom can contribute to the design of a plan of action for Kent.  The object will include creating a model for the county which other counties can adopt and adapt to suit their own conditions.

Separately, Britain has a substantial body of expertise in using communication media for reaching and influencing large numbers of people in development-related activities.  This can be drawn upon in an innovative national communication programme.  Social media has a particular potential for reaching people on low incomes, and young people particularly, to raise their awareness and interest in this subject and the action now needed.  The ‘high tech’ industries can play a role in realising the potential of this technology in the new programme.




 Time is short.  Prompt action is called for.
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